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Scottish football 
 
As with the rest of the United Kingdom, football was being played in Scotland long 
before it became formally organised and codified in the nineteenth century. Varieties of 
the game differed regionally and locally but there was sufficient popular involvement to 
ensure that the modern game had a secure basis as it evolved. The dominant force in the 
early Scottish game was the Queens Park (qv?) club formed in 1867. Queens Park 
entered the Football Association Cup in its first season in 1872 and again in the 1880s, 
progressing to the final in 1884 and 1885, where it lost to Blackburn Rovers on each 
occasion. Retaining its amateur ethos in face of insurgent professionalism, Queens Park 
gradually lost influence, though its stadium, Hampden Park, was to remain the main 
international venue in Scotland. Queen’s Park was not the only club to challenge the 
English and the Leven valley club Renton beat the 1888 FA Cup holders West Bromwich 
Albion and proclaimed themselves champions of the world. 
 
The first international matches (within the United Kingdom) were played in 1871-2 with 
the rugby code taking precedence and the Association game following at the West of 
Scotland cricket ground on 30 November 1872 resulting in a scoreless draw against 
England. This led to a persistent rivalry which produced some stirring victories for the 
Scots. The Wembley Wizards of 1928, Jimmy Cowan’s match in 1949 and the 1967 
defeat of the World Cup holders, have to be balanced by some more spectacular defeats 
including those of 1955, 1961 and 1975. 
 
The Scottish Football Association (qv) was founded in 1873 by eight clubs who 
subscribed for a challenge cup which Queen’s Park won for the first three years of 
competition. The Scottish League followed in 1890, initially without the great amateur 
club, and with a simmering debate about professionalism already evident. Within a year 
of its legalisation around 800 professional players had been registered in 1894. 
 
The heartland of senior professional football in Scotland has been the central lowlands, 
particularly its major urban centres, with all but a few clubs drawn from these areas. In 
the 1990s two clubs from the Highland League were admitted. The Scottish borders is 
one of the few areas where another code of football, rugby union, remains dominant. 
Within the central belt areas like the Leven Valley and north Lanarkshire which were 
represented by numerous teams in early competitions now find themselves with few or no 
senior clubs. Several Scottish senior clubs only just survive on the strength of local 
sponsorship and the access to patronage which the game still provides rather than on 
attendances which are often numbered in the low hundreds. In general weekly aggregate 
attendances in Scotland have been around 100-110,000 since the post-war peak, with 
two-thirds of these attending the top three games involving the Old Firm and one of 
Aberdeen, Hearts or Dundee. 
 
From at least the 1870s the Scots began to emphasise a passing rather than a dribbling 
game, exported by the ‘Scots professors’ to England and wider world. Yet the Scots have 
always retained affection for the ‘tanner ba’ player whose close control and mesmeric 
individual talent often outweighed the player’s strategic contribution to the game. Names 
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like Jimmy Johnstone, Patsy Gallagher and Charlie Tully of Celtic and Willie Henderson 
and Torry Gillick of Rangers spring to mind. 
 
For most of the last century Scottish football has been overshadowed by the rivalry of the 
Old Firm of Rangers and Celtic. Between them the clubs have won the Scottish league 
championship 85 times in the 103 occasions it has been contested since 1890-91.1 
Periodic challenges from Edinburgh, Dundee and Aberdeen clubs have only been briefly 
sustained. Views about the causes and effects of the Old Firm dominance remain matters 
of controversy. The pattern where two or three clubs dominate the domestic competitions 
in a country is not unique to Scotland, even though the underlying sectarian divisions 
have given this rivalry a particular edge. 
 
Over the years Scotland has produced some of the game’s greatest players, managers, 
referees (qv) and administrators. In the modern era John White and Dave Mackay of 
Tottenham Hotspurs, Jim Baxter of Rangers, Denis Law of Manchester United and 
Kenny Dalglish of Celtic and Liverpool would stand comparison with any of their 
generation. But in terms of influence on the game a small group of managers would 
probably be the most significant Scottish figures. Willie Maley of Celtic and Bill Struth 
of Rangers bestrode the 1900s and the 1930s to the 1950s respectively while Jock Stein 
at Celtic did likewise from the 1960s to the 1980s, adding European success to his 
laurels. Furth of Scotland Sir Matt Busby of Manchester United, Bill Shankly of 
Liverpool, and Sir Alex Ferguson at Manchester United moulded successive teams which 
achieved European as well as domestic pre-eminence. Among administrators Lord Arthur 
Kinnaird (qv?) played for Scotland by virtue of parentage and went on win the FA Cup 
with Wanderers and Old Etonians before becoming Treasurer and later President of the 
FA from 1890 to 1923. William McGregor, a Perthshire draper, was a major figure in the 
foundation of the Football League. Sir Robert Kelly of Celtic and John Lawrence of 
Rangers exercised strong domestic influence in the upper echelons of the game and 
David Will has represented the four home unions in FIFA for several years. Peter 
Craigmyle, Jack Mowat and Tom ‘Tiny’ Wharton had international reputations as 
referees. 
 
Apart from home internationals and domestic league and cup competitions Scotland has 
hosted major European games, including the unforgettable European Cup final between 
Real Madrid and Eintracht in 1960 in front of 135,000, another less evocative one 
involving Bayern Munich and St Etienne in 1976, the European Cup-Winners Cup finals 
in 1961, 1962 and 1966 and one leg of the UEFA Cup final in Dundee in 1987. 
 
Scottish influence on the world game has been much more through the export of players 
and organisers than through triumph in competitions, with only Celtic’s European Cup 
victory in 1967, and European Cup Winners Cup wins by Rangers and Aberdeen to show 
at club level and nothing apart from home international championships for the national 
side. Qualification for the FIFA World Cup first achieved in 1954 and then in sequence 
from 1974 to 1998, with a hiatus in 1994, has uniformly been followed by departure after 
the preliminary round of competition, usually by the narrowest of margins. Performances 
in the European championships have followed a similar pattern. The Scottish supporters 
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who had a fairly well-founded reputation for unsavoury behaviour, reinvented themselves 
in the 1980s as the Tartan Army, whose obsessive bonhomie won the approval of host 
countries and tournament organisers. This acted as a protection and distinction from 
English fans over the same period. 
 
Two major disasters punctuated the history of the game in Scotland, both at Ibrox Park. 
The first in 1902 occurred when a stand collapsed during an international resulting in 25 
deaths and many injuries. The second in 1971 came during an Old Firm game when both 
sides scored in the last minutes. The crowd leaving down a very steep set of exit stairs 
tumbled over each other resulting in 66 deaths. The inquiries which followed led to 
improvements in public safety at football grounds, but there was a much more 
thoroughgoing overhaul of the conditions under which people were expected to attend 
games, including measures to control the alcohol consumption of spectators a decade 
later after an Old Firm riot at Hampden Park. 
 
Violence was also a regular occurrence around the Scottish game from its earliest days. 
The first Hampden Riot after a replayed Cup final in 1909 stands alone as the one 
occasion when the fans of the Old Firm rioted in unison against the authorities as a 
consequence of a decision not to play extra time. In the 1930s, gang warfare in Glasgow 
had its football equivalents and, after what seems to have been a relatively peaceful 
period in the immediate post war years when crowds were at their peak, incidents 
involving Scottish club sides at home and abroad multiplied leading to a number of 
inquiries and policy changes. Though the sectarian rivalry between Celtic and Rangers is 
the best known, these fans have never had a monopoly on violent behaviour in Scotland 
and at least in relative terms some of the worst behaviour occurs elsewhere. 
 
Below the elite level Scottish football has had a successful semi-professional 
organisation of so-called junior leagues, not to be confused with youth and development 
competitions, though many good young players used to be farmed out to juniors to learn 
their trade. There are also amateur competitions throughout the country but the schools, 
Boys Brigade and similar organisations are no longer as influential as they were in the 
development of junior players. A wide-ranging inquiry into the state of youth 
development by a former secretary of the SFA, Ernie Walker, was conducted but its 
recommendations remain to be fully implemented. At the elite level the Scottish team 
managers in the last two decades have been qualified coaches who have come through 
EUFA and FIFA training. It is fair to say that Andy Roxburgh, now Technical Director at 
FIFA, and Craig Brown have been more highly regarded abroad than at home. Women’s 
football has existed from the earliest days but has struggled for recognition in what has 
been a male-dominated sport. The Scottish Women’s team is now taking part in 
European competitions. 
 
In 1998 a new ten-team Premier League was instituted to improve domestic competition. 
Scotland suffers from its marginal position in the European football scene and from its 
history as one of the four home unions. So its leading clubs, which are among the 
strongest financially, but just below the elite level in playing performance, are driven to 
consider playing in other competitions. 
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1  Rangers were joint winners in the first season with Dumbarton. 
